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About Demos
Demos is a public policy organization working for an America where 
we all have an equal say in our democracy and an equal chance in our 
economy.

Our name means “the people.” It is the root word of democracy, and 
it reminds us that in America, the true source of our greatness is the 
diversity of our people. Our nation’s highest challenge is to create a 
democracy that truly empowers people of all backgrounds, so that we 
all have a say in setting the policies that shape opportunity and provide 
for our common future. To help America meet that challenge, Demos 
is working to reduce both political and economic inequality, deploying 
original research, advocacy, litigation, and strategic communications to 
create the America the people deserve.
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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

For our democracy to thrive, the freedom to vote must 
be fiercely protected for all citizens, regardless of class 
or privilege. Yet, much work needs to be done to ensure 
our election system works for all Americans, particularly 

regarding the accessibility and ease of navigation of the voter reg-
istration process. Historically, and still to this date, the number of 
eligible Americans who are registered to vote remains stubbornly 
low, ranging from 60 percent to 75 percent in presidential election 
years, which in turn leads to depressed voter turnout rates that skew 
our electorate and undermine representative democracy.

In 1993, Congress passed the National Voter Registration Act 
(“NVRA”) with the goal of increasing voter participation in elections 
by requiring states to make voter registration more accessible. 
One of the key provisions of the NVRA, known as “Motor Voter,” 
requires state motor vehicles departments (“DMVs”) to incorporate 
voter registration into the driver’s license application, renewal and 
change-of-address processes. Despite the popularity of this mode of 
voter registration, the “Motor Voter” provision is not performing up 
to its potential, and, in many states, implementation of the statute’s 
requirements is severely wanting.

A. Motor Voter’s Potential
In the 20 years since the NVRA went into effect, the total number 

of voter registration applications originating at motor vehicle de-
partments nationwide has remained fairly constant, despite our 
nation’s population increases during these years. That constancy, 
however, masks radical variations among states in the numbers of 
motor vehicle department transactions that result in a voter registra-
tion application. Based on an analysis of DMV transaction and voter 
registration data, Demos found that some states are generating voter 
registration applications from a large proportion of those who come 
into the DMV to obtain or update a driver’s license or ID card while 
in others, the DMV registers only a tiny fraction of voters engaging 
in licensing or ID card transactions. 

Improved compliance with Motor Voter has the potential to 
increase these numbers dramatically. According to Demos’ analysis, 
over 18 million additional voter registration applications could be 
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submitted through DMVs in a two-year period if lower-performing 
states increased their performance to the level of states at the 75th 
percentile (in other words, if they achieved a “C” grade).1

B. Motor Voter in Practice
How states integrate voter registration into their driver’s license 

application, renewal, and change of address processes can have a 
dramatic impact on the number of voters who take advantage of the 
opportunity to register to vote. A handful of model states, whose 
DMVs are generating significant numbers of voter registration appli-
cations, have taken steps to ensure voters are aware of their opportu-
nity to register to vote and have made the voter registration process 
simple and efficient for voters. Moreover, the most successful states 
typically use technology solutions to further streamline the process, 
reduce errors, and ensure voters remain registered when they move. 
On the flip side, procedures used by DMVs in many other states are 
failing to fulfill the promise and purpose of the NVRA. These states 
fail to make voter registration an integral part of driver’s license 
services and place the burden of registering to vote or updating their 
voter registrations on voters. Many of these states additionally fail 
to take advantage of technology infrastructure that already exists or 
could be implemented at low cost to improve the voter registration 
services offered by DMVs.

C. Improving Motor Voter’s Effectiveness
Drawing on the varying voter registration procedures used by 

DMVs in the best performing states, this report offers a set of model 
practices that appear to be the most effective in increasing voter reg-
istration rates at DMVs.

An effective DMV voter registration program will include one or 
more of the following key model voter registration procedures:

• A driver’s license application and renewal process that 
seamlessly integrates voter registration and does not require 
duplication of information. 

• Electronic transfer of voter registration application data 
from the DMV to the elections office, including transfer of 
the voter’s signature.

• Automatic update of voter registration records when 
voters change their address, regardless of whether the 
voter has moved within or outside the county, unless the 
voter affirmatively indicates that the change is not for voter 
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registration purposes.
• An offer of voter registration for individuals changing 

address with the DMV when the individual is not already 
registered.

• Assistance with the voter registration application.

As these model procedures suggest, for states to realize the 
promise of the NVRA, they must make registering to vote an 
integral part of obtaining a driver’s license or state identification 
card. The states that are most successfully implementing Motor 
Voter show that, by adopting common-sense procedures and relying 
on existing technologies, this goal is attainable. And when states 
achieve full compliance with Section 5, millions more Americans 
will have the opportunity to participate in our democracy.
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I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N

In 1993, Congress passed the National Voter Registration Act 
(“NVRA” or “the Act”) with the goal of expanding participa-
tion in the democratic process by making it easier for citizens 
to register to vote. In its first year of implementation over 30.6 

million people submitted voter registration applications or updated 
their registrations through methods made possible by the NVRA. 
Fundamentally, the NVRA was designed to streamline and facilitate 
the process of voter registration and provide uniform registration 
procedures for federal elections. Under Section 5 of the NVRA,2 
the “motor voter” provision that gave the Act its name, eligible 
citizens can register to vote or update their voter registrations when 
they apply for or renew a driver’s license.3 Any change of address 
submitted to the state motor vehicle office is also forwarded to 
election authorities, automatically updating the eligible voter’s regis-
tration. 

Section 5 envisions a process allowing voters to register to vote 
with minimal additional effort beyond filling out a driver’s license 
application. Ideally, registration should require no more than 
choosing a political party affiliation, reviewing the voter qualifi-
cations, and signing a certification that the voter meets them—all 
on the same application form used to apply for the license. At a 
minimum, states are forbidden from asking voters to provide in-
formation already provided on the driver’s license application, such 
as name, address, and date of birth. Section 5 also requires states to 
update a voter’s registered address when the voter submits a change 
of address to a motor vehicles department (“DMV”), unless the 
voter affirmatively indicates that the address change does not apply 
to voter registration. This “opt-out” system of address updates is 
designed to ensure that voters are not inadvertently dropped from 
the voter rolls when they move, a vital protection for voters in our 
highly mobile country. 

In the time since the NVRA’s initial implementation, when nearly 
half of NVRA voter registrations occurred through DMVs, DMV 
compliance with the NVRA and DMV effectiveness in registering 
driver’s license applicants to vote has, until recently, gone largely 
unexamined. In January 2014, Section 5 as well as other provisions 
of the NVRA received increased attention when the Presidential 
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Commission on Election Administration, established by President 
Obama after the 2012 election, issued a report (“PCEA Report”) that 
ranked the NVRA as “the election statute most often ignored” and 
asserted that “DMVs . . . are the weakest link in the system.” In May 
2014, Pew Charitable Trusts, in one of the first efforts to evaluate 
the PCEA Report’s findings, issued a report of its own assessing the 
available data on DMV compliance and began outreach efforts to 
DMV and elections directors on improving administration of DMV 
voter registration activities.4

From January 2014 to November 2014, with support from the 
Democracy Fund, Demos carried out an exhaustive examination 
of DMV compliance with the NVRA. This examination had three 
components. 

First, to establish a baseline understanding of the current level of 
voter registration activity at DMVs, we conducted an assessment in 
each state covered by the NVRA of DMV performance in register-
ing voters who conduct driver’s license related transactions; and we 
identified target levels of DMV voter registration that could result 
from better implementation of Section 5. 

Second, to pinpoint the key factors that contribute to lower or 
higher DMV voter registration performance across states, we carried 
out research into each NVRA state’s implementing laws, policies, 
and practices around voter registration at DMVs. Based on what we 
learned, we categorized voter registration practices used by DMVs 
in NVRA-covered states and analyzed the effectiveness of those 
practices in registering voters. 

Third, based on this analysis, we devised a set of model voter reg-
istration procedures for DMVs that, given our current knowledge, 
appear best calculated to allow states to maximize the effectiveness 
of their Motor Voter programs.

Increasing the effectiveness of DMV voter registration programs 
has the potential to bring millions of additional Americans into the 
democratic process. By our estimates, better state compliance with 
Section 5 could potentially result in over 18 million additional voter 
registration applications being submitted through DMVs in each 
two-year election cycle.
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I I .  S C O R I N G  M O T O R  V O T E R

T o explore the current level of voter registration activity 
under Section 5 of the NVRA, Demos analyzed existing 
publicly reported data to approximate the number of 
DMV transactions that result in a voter registration appli-

cation being submitted. Specifically, using data reported annually 
by each state to the Federal Highway Administration (“FHWA”) 
on the number of driver’s licenses issued by the state’s DMV and 
data reported biennially to the U.S. Election Assistance Commis-
sion (“EAC”) about the number of voter registration applications 
submitted through the DMV, we calculate the ratio of DMV voter 
registration applications to driver’s licenses issued to produce a 
rough approximation of the proportion of driver’s license trans-
actions during which an individual submits a voter registration 
application. Using that ratio, we grouped the states into three per-
formance groups (“Motor Voter Groups”) based on their rate of gen-
erating voter registration applications during DMV transactions.

A state’s Motor Voter Group provides an approximate measure of 
the state’s performance in registering voters who come to the DMV 
to transact business related to their driver’s licenses.5 Assigning 
states to Motor Voter Groups is a preliminary step intended to 
inform and be informed by further factual research and investi-
gation into states’ compliance with Section 5. In our subsequent 
analysis, we use the Motor Voter Groups to evaluate the effectiveness 
of the differing procedures used by the states to implement Section 
5 of the NVRA in facilitating voter registration through DMVs. In 
addition, we use the Motor Voter Groups to calculate the potential 
increase in the number of voter registration applications that 
would be submitted through DMVs if states increased their DMV 
voter registration rates by adopting more effective procedures and 
improving their compliance with Section 5.

A. An Assessment of Motor Voter Performance in the States
Registering to vote through motor vehicle agencies under Section 

5 of the NVRA is supposed to be a relatively simple, straightforward 
process. Relying on the fact that a large proportion of eligible voters 
are also driver’s license holders, the NVRA’s drafters envisioned voter 
registration at the DMV as one of the primary ways eligible citizens 
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would access voter registration. As a result, our starting assumption 
is that states in compliance with Section 5 will ‘convert’ a relatively 
high proportion of DMV transactions into voter registration appli-
cations.

With this assumption in mind, we take a two-step approach to the 
data analysis of voter registration through DMVs. We start with two 
related assessments of voter registration activity using the data states 
report to the FHWA and EAC and then conduct follow-up analyses 
to gauge the impact of several of the limitations we identified in the 
data.6 This analysis raises significant concerns regarding the state of 
compliance with Section 5 in many states. Significantly, a number of 
DMVs appear to be registering very few voters as compared to the 
number of driver’s license and ID card transactions they conduct. 
Improving states’ performance in registering voters through their 
DMVs has the potential to add a large number of eligible voters to 
the voter rolls.

1. Comparisons of DMV Voter Registrations to DMV Transactions
In the first assessment of voter registration activity, we approx-

imated the level of voter registration activity at each state’s DMV 
by calculating the ratio of DMV voter registrations as reported to 
the EAC for the 2011-2012 election cycle to the number of DMV 
licensing transactions conducted by each state, as reported to the 
FHWA during roughly the same time period (“DMV voter regis-
tration ratio”).7 As shown in Figure 1, the level of voter registration 
activity at DMVs varies widely among states, ranging from approx-
imately one voter registration application for every two licenses 
issued at the high end to one voter registration application for every 
83 licenses issued at the bottom.8 The wide variation in generating 
voter registration applications during driver’s license transactions 

Table 1. Motor Voter Groups

High Performing

Delaware, District of Columbia, 
Indiana, Kentucky, Michigan, Oregon, 

Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Virginia

0.31-0.57

Middle Performing

Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, 
Illinois, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, 

Maryland, Massachusetts, Missouri, 
Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, 
Rhode Island, Tennessee, Texas, 

Washington

0.12-0.26

Low Performing

Alabama, California, Connecticut, 
Florida, Georgia, Maine, Mississippi, 
Montana, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
New York, Ohio, Oklahoma, South 

Dakota, Vermont

0.01-0.10

Source: Demos in house analysis
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suggests that in some states, voter registration has been effectively 
integrated into drivers’ license transactions in compliance with the 
NVRA, while in other states, it has not.

Using the DMV voter registration ratio, we grouped the states into 
Motor Voter Groups in the 2011 to 2012 time period. States in the 
highest group reported receiving three or more voter registration ap-
plications through the DMV for every ten DMV transactions while 

Figure 1. Ratio of DMV Voter Registration Applications to DMV 
Transactions, by State
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states in the lowest performing group reported just one or fewer 
voter registration applications for every ten DMV transactions (see 
Table 1). The states in the lowest performing Motor Voter Group, 
and many of the states in the middle performing Motor Voter Group 
raise concerns that they may be out of compliance with Section 5 of 
the NVRA and, thus, may be good targets for further investigation. 
Conversely, states in the high Motor Voter Group may bear further 
analysis as a means of identifying particularly effective Motor Voter 
implementation mechanisms.

2. Comparison of DMV Voter Registration Activity to Overall Voter 
Registration Rates

It is possible that a low DMV voter registration rate might be 
explained, at least in part, by a high overall rate of voter registration 
in a state. In other words, low proportions of voter registration appli-
cations through the DMVs of particular states could simply reflect 
the fact that larger proportions of the citizens in those states are 
already registered to vote and fewer are therefore unregistered when 
they visit the DMV. Conversely, a high rate of DMV voter registra-
tions might reflect the fact that many voters in the state are unreg-
istered when they transact business with the DMV. In the second 
assessment of voter registration activity, we explore this possible 
explanation for the observed variances by comparing the DMV 
voter registration ratio (computed in the first data assessment) with 
overall voter registration rates. 

A simple plot of DMV voter registration ratios against overall 
registration rates shows that in many cases, low DMV registration 
ratios cannot be explained by a high rate of voter registration in the 
state (see Figure 2). For example, a state with one of the lowest ratios 
of DMV voter registrations to DMV transactions—California—also 
has among the lowest over all voter registration rates at about 65 
percent of eligible voters. Moreover, even in states with high overall 
registration rates, a low DMV voter registration ration may be the 
result of NVRA non-compliance. Determining whether there is a 
relationship between the DMV voter registration ratio and statewide 
voter registration rate in any particularly state would require consid-
eration of numerous factors—such as the availability and effective-
ness of alternative methods of voter registration, non-citizen driving 
population, and political competitiveness, among others—and such 
an analysis is beyond the scope of this study. Accordingly, we have 
examined Section 5 compliance in every state covered by the NVRA 
regardless of its statewide voter registration rate.
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Nevertheless, the plot shown in Figure 2 demonstrates that there 
are a number states with both low levels of DMV voter registration 
activity and low overall voter registration rates. These states present 
particular concerns and may have the most potential for signifi-
cant impact through improved Section 5 compliance. Because they 
have low overall registration rates, there may be room to increase 
these states’ registration numbers. Because they currently register 
relatively few voters through motor vehicle agencies, they may have 
Section 5 compliance issues that more effective voter registration 
procedures could help address.

We identified some specific cases in which states have both very 
low rates of DMV voter registration and low overall registration 
rates. Thirty-five percent of eligible Californians, 31 percent of 
eligible Connecticuters and 32 percent of eligible New Mexicans are 
not registered to vote. All three states were in the low performing 
Motor Voter Group in 2011-2012 (in fact they were three of the 
bottom four states by DMV voter registration ratio). Also, both 
of the states that failed to report some of the data required for 
our 2011-2012 analysis—Hawaii and West Virginia—have low 
overall voter registration rates. Forty-four percent of eligible voters 
in Hawaii and 32 percent of eligible West Virginians were not 
registered to vote in 2011-2012. Based on this particular analysis, 
these states’ compliance with Section 5 likely merits additional 
scrutiny.9

Figure 2. DMV Voter Registration vs. Statewide Registration Rate

Voter registration rate

R
at

io
 o

f D
M

V 
re

gi
st

ra
tio

ns
 to

 D
M

V 
tr

an
sa

ct
io

ns

0.80

0.40

0.60

0.20

0.70

0.30

0.50

0.10

0.00
60 65 70 75 80 85%

Source: Demos in house analysis



11  •  demos.org

B. The Potential of More Effective Motor Voter Implementation
To get a sense of the potential impact on voter registration of 

better implementation of Motor Voter, we calculated the number 
of additional voter registration applications DMVs might receive 
with more effective DMV voter registration programs. We started 
by calculating the total number of voter registration applications 
DMVs would have received in each state in the two lower Motor 
Voter Groups if their DMVs had generated voter registration ap-
plications at the same rate as the high Motor Voter Group. In other 
words, we calculated the number of voter registrations these DMVs 
would have generated had they generated three registrations for 
every ten licensing transactions, the threshold for inclusion in the 
high Motor Voter Group. Then, we subtracted the number of DMV 
voter registrations each state actually reported in 2011-2012 from 
these numbers to calculate the number of additional DMV voter 
registration applications that could be achieved nationwide if states 
increased their performance to this level.10

Bringing all states in the low and middle performing Motor Voter 
Groups up to the 0.30 minimum level for them to qualify for the 
high Motor Voter Group would more than double the number of 
voter registration applications originating at DMVs in those states. 
As illustrated in Figure 3, if the states currently ranked in the low 
and middle Motor Voter Groups had generated just three voter 
registration applications for every ten covered DMV transactions 
that occurred during the 2011-2012 election, 18.4 million additional 
DMV voter registration applications would have been generated 
nationwide in that two year period.
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3. Projected DMV Voter Registration Applications— 
Performance at High Motor Voter Group Threshold

Projected applications

Reported applications
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I I I .  S TAT E  P R O C E D U R E S  F O R 
I M P L E M E N T I N G  M O T O R  V O T E R

T o explore the reasons for the wide variation in DMV voter 
registration rates and to gain insight into how poor-per-
forming states might improve, Demos conducted extensive 
legal and factual research into states’ implementation of 

Section 5. This research consisted of three component parts: legal 
research; review of public records, including DMV forms, readily 
accessible and publicly available information, and information 
produced in response to public records requests; and field inves-
tigations in two states.11 The goal of this research was to gain an 
understanding of how voter registration is being offered during 
covered driver’s license transactions, to assess the compliance with 
the NVRA of state implementing practices and procedures, and to 
evaluate the effectiveness of those practices and procedures in in-
creasing the number of driver’s license transactions that result in a 
voter registration.

A. Statutory Requirements
To provide a framework for understanding state compliance 

with Section 5, we must first understand what the statute requires. 
Section 5, entitled “Simultaneous application for voter registration 
and application for motor vehicle driver’s license,” establishes voter 
registration at and by state motor vehicles departments. 52 U.S.C. 
§ 20504. Section 5 describes the voter registration services that must 
be offered by DMVs during various client interactions, and includes 
specific requirements concerning the form and content of the voter 
registration elements of the driver’s license or ID card application, 
renewal, and change of address forms.

Stated succinctly, with respect to the requirement for simultane-
ous voter registration and license application or renewal, the best 
interpretation of the NVRA requires a state (1) to provide a single 
application form or process that serves both to apply for a driver’s 
license and to register the applicant to vote, or (2) to provide the 
driver’s license application or renewal and the voter registration 
application on separate application forms that are distributed to 
the applicant simultaneously as part of the same application packet. 
Id. § 20504(a)(1), (c)(1). Under either interpretation, the applicant 
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may not be required to provide duplicative information in order 
to register to vote, i.e., information that must also be provided on 
the driver’s license application. Id. § 20504(c)(2). If an applicant is 
already registered to vote, the driver’s license application or renewal 
form must update the existing voter registration. Id. § 20504(a)(2).

With respect to changes of address, the DMV is required to notify 
elections officials of any driver’s license change of address informa-
tion unless the voter affirmatively indicates that the address change 
is not to be applied to her voter registration record. Id. § 20504(d). 
There is no doubt that, upon receiving a change of address notifi-
cation from the DMV, a local voter registrar must update a voter’s 
registration record for any address change within the registrar’s 
jurisdiction. Id. §§ 20504(d), 20507(f). The best interpretation of 
the statutory language requires the registrar to update the registra-
tion records upon receiving a notification of a change of address 
regardless of whether the change is within a jurisdiction or to a 
new jurisdiction. In addition, Section 5 may also require DMVs 
to offer an individual conducting an address change who is not 
already registered to vote at her new address the same opportunity 
to register to vote as is offered with the initial driver’s license applica-
tion.

Voter registration applications received by a DMV are considered 
submitted, for purposes of a state’s voter registration deadline, as of 
the date they are submitted to the DMV. Id. § 20507(a)(1)(A). The 
DMV must transmit completed voter registration applications to 
the appropriate election officials within 10 days from the time they 
are received. Id. § 20504(e)(1). If the application is accepted within 
5 days of the voter registration deadline, the DMV must transmit it 
to the appropriate election official within 5 days of acceptance. Id. § 
20504(e)(2).

B. Varieties of State Practice
Section 5 sets forth the general requirements for voter registra-

tion at DMVs, but it allows states a certain amount of flexibility to 
implement those requirements in ways that integrate most effective-
ly into their existing DMV and voter registration systems. Accord-
ingly, in their local implementation of Section 5’s commands, states 
have adopted a wide variety of laws, regulations, procedures, and 
practices. Unfortunately, many states are providing voter registra-
tion through their DMVs in ways that appear blatantly inconsistent 
with the requirements of Section 5, while other states have adopted 
procedures that may satisfy the letter of the law but are ineffective in 
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achieving its purposes.
A number of conclusions can be drawn when the practices that 

are common across a number of states are compared to those states’ 
performance in registering voters through the DMV, as determined 
by the Motor Voter Group. In states that are more successful in reg-
istering voters during licensing transactions, we observed a range of 
DMV procedures that serve to reduce barriers to registration experi-
enced by voters and others that increase the efficiency and accuracy 
of the communications between the DMV and elections officials. In 
contrast, it appears that the procedures in use in states with lower 
DMV voter registration rates fail to satisfy their obligations under 
Section 5. Many DMVs, particularly those falling in the lowest 
Motor Voter Group, operate under policies and procedures that, 
rather than establishing a streamlined voter-registration process, 
place unnecessary barriers in the way of voter registration for 
driver’s license applicants, contrary to the letter, spirit, and purpose 
of the NVRA. 

The voter registration procedures used in DMVs across the 
spectrum fall into six broad categories.  As summarized below and 
described in more detail in Appendix C, in each of these categories, 
we observed individual practices or procedures that appeared 
effective in encouraging driver’s license applicants to register to vote 
and others that were not only ineffective but appear to violate the 
requirements of Section 5.

• Integration of voter registration into the driver’s license 
application. The states achieving the greatest success in 
registering voters through DMVs actively engage voters 
and ensure that they cannot overlook the voter registration 
option. These states offer voter registration during an oral 
interaction with a DMV employee or by using computer 
terminals that walk the voter through the voter registration 
process. Many states achieving low to moderate success 
in registering voters integrate voter registration into their 
driver’s license services in a more passive way, typically by 
incorporating a voter registration application directly into 
their driver’s license application and renewal forms. The 
worst performing states fail to effectively integrate voter 
registration into the driver’s license application process at 
all. These DMVs typically offer a separate, usually blank, 
voter registration application only to those who request 
it; many also require voters to submit their applications to 
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election officials rather than accepting and transmitting 
them themselves.

• Implementation of the prohibition on requiring duplicate 
information. The states that are most successfully 
registering voters through the DMV have generally taken a 
robust approach to ensuring their DMV voter registration 
process does not require voters to provide information 
that is duplicative of information required for the driver’s 
license transaction. Some states achieve this by providing 
voters with a voter registration application that is pre-filled 
with the voter’s name, address, and other information 
provided on the driver’s license application. Others treat 
the driver’s license application itself as a voter registration 
application if the voter indicates a desire to register (either 
by checking a box, signing a voter registration affirmation, 
and/or responding to an oral inquiry). A large number 
of states violate Section 5’s no duplication requirement, 
either by requiring voters to fill out a separate, blank voter 
registration application or, in states using a combined 
form, by failing to carry over some or all of the information 
required for the driver’s license application to the voter 
registration section of the application form.

• Address updates with the possibility for voters to opt 
out. Section 5 requires states to update a voter’s voter 
registration address when the voter submits a driver’s 
license address change unless the voter indicates that the 
change is not for voter registration purposes. Many states 
implement this requirement by treating a driver’s license 
change-of-address notification as a voter registration 
change-of-address notification and providing the voter 
an opportunity to opt out of the voter registration update. 
Some states, however, require the voter to affirmatively 
indicate that the voter registration address should be 
updated—an opt-in rather than opt-out system—which can 
lead to voters being inadvertently dropped from the roles.

• Handling of address-change notifications. There are three 
primary ways states handle driver’s license change-of-
address notifications submitted to the DMV. First, some 
states offer voters the opportunity to register if they are 
not already registered or to update their address if they are 
registered. Second, some states update the voter registration 
address for voters who are already registered, but do not 
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offer voter registration to unregistered voters during 
change-of-address transactions. Third, some states update 
the voter registration address for voters who move within a 
single voter registrar’s jurisdiction (typically, a county), but 
not for voters who move from one jurisdiction to another. 
Voters who move to a new registrar’s jurisdiction are 
removed from the voter rolls and must re-register to vote. 
Worse, many of these states do not adequately notify voters 
of the need to re-register and do not offer the opportunity 
to register through the DMV.

• Use of technology. States use technology to implement 
voter registration in two primary ways. First, technology 
can be used to integrate voter registration into the driver’s 
license transaction, for example through an electronic or 
online registration system. Second, technology can be used 
to transmit voter registration information from the DMV 
to elections officials. The states that are most successful in 
registering voters use technology in one or both of these 
ways. The states with lower DMV registration rates typically 
do not leverage technology effectively or at all to enhance 
their DMV voter registration efforts, even when existing 
technology offers opportunities to do so.

• Voter registration assistance. States offer varying levels of 
assistance in completing the voter registration application 
to those who need it. This assistance can take many 
forms, from language assistance to explaining eligibility 
requirements to simply ensuring voters are aware of the 
opportunity to register. States that offer voter registration 
assistance at DMVs, and especially states that make access 
to assistance a seamless part of completing the application, 
tend to achieve higher rates of voter registration in relation 
to the number of DMV transactions they conduct.

C. Case Studies
No state’s success in implementing Motor Voter is determined by 

a single practice or policy. In this part of the report, we drill down 
on selected states, examining how the constellations of practices 
and procedures they employ affect their effectiveness in register-
ing voters through their DMVs. These states were selected either 
because they appear to be particularly successful in registering 
voters at their motor vehicles departments or because they appear 
to have adopted one or more policies that are facially non-compli-



2015  • 18

ant with Section 5 and to be performing poorly in registering voters 
through their DMVs.

1. Robust Integration of Voter Registration: Michigan
Michigan’s implementation of Section 5 of the NVRA is distinc-

tive in at least two key ways. First, the Secretary of State is respon-
sible for both elections and licensing drivers. Second, Michigan 
requires voters to use the same residence address for both driver’s 
license and voter registration. Together, these features of Michigan 
law have allowed Michigan to implement a system of streamlined 
registration that is effectively permanent, at least for voters who hold 
a driver’s license or state ID card. 

Michigan’s driver’s license application does not integrate a voter 
registration application into the driver’s license application form 
itself, but the information needed to determine eligibility is required 
for the driver’s license application, and during the driver’s license 
transaction, a voter registration form preprinted with the informa-
tion from the driver’s license application is automatically generated. 
In addition, Michigan’s motor vehicles offices electronically transfer 
voter registration data to elections officials, and where the voter’s 
signature is on file, the registration will be processed even if the 
paper application is not received.

Changes of address submitted to the DMV in Michigan will 
update the voter’s registered address regardless of whether the move 
is within a single jurisdiction. Elections officials will process the 
address change even if the voter fails to sign the form if the voter’s 
signature is already on file. Moreover, Michigan is one of a small 
number of states that offers initial voter registration during change 
of address transactions for voters who are not already registered as 
well as statewide updates for those who are. Unlike the initial driver’s 
license application form, the change of address form does integrate a 
voter registration application.

These motor vehicle voter registration procedures are indicative of 
a state that has made an effort to make voter registration and updates 
as easy as possible for the voter and for the officials responsible for 
voter registration and driver’s licenses. The success Michigan has 
achieved at registering voters through its motor vehicles department 
bear out this assessment. Among all states, Michigan has the highest 
DMV voter registration rate.
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2. Effective Use of Technology: Delaware
Delaware has expended considerable resources to replace its pa-

per-based DMV voter registration system with an electronic system 
built on a tight integration between its motor vehicle and elections 
information systems. The result is a streamlined voter registra-
tion process that ensures voters who interact with the DMV can 
register and remain registered when they move. Using this system, 
a voter engaging in a DMV transaction registers to vote through an 
electronic terminal, which also captures the voter’s signature. The 
voter registration application is transmitted directly to the elections 
department where the voter’s eligibility is verified through integra-
tion with federal social security and immigration databases.

Delaware’s investment in its DMV voter registration infrastructure 
has yielded a streamlined process for voters and efficient administra-
tion for DMV and elections officials. Most significantly, it has paid 
off in the large number of Delaware voters who register through the 
DMV.

3. Separate Voter Registration Application Requiring Duplication: 
California

California ranks in the bottom Motor Voter Group and uses a 
number of practices that appear to violate the NVRA. First, it does 
not integrate voter registration into its driver’s license application. 
While it has a question on the application form asking whether the 
applicant wishes to register, the applicant must complete a separate 
voter registration application. California’s NVRA Manual requires 
the DMV to provide a voter registration application with every 
driver’s license application, but it does not pre-populate it with any 
of the information the voter provided when applying for the driver’s 
license.

California’s driver’s license change of address form contains a 
check box by which a voter can indicate that the change should 
not be applied to the voter registration record, which in itself is 
compliant with Section 5. California does not perform automatic 
updates of addresses within its voter registration system for all 
voters, however. Voters who have moved from one county to another 
have their voter registration records cancelled and, as noted on 
the driver’s license application and change of address forms, must 
submit a new voter registration application to remain eligible to 
vote.

Our field investigation largely confirmed what our research had 
suggested about California’s process. Voters are given a blank voter 



2015  • 20

registration application when they request a driver’s license appli-
cation. With respect to changes of address, our field investigation 
revealed that, contrary to the state’s policy as stated in its NVRA 
Manual, voters—including those moving from one county to 
another, who are required to reregister—are not given even a blank 
voter registration application. Officials at several different DMV 
offices told us that during change of address transactions, voter reg-
istration applications are provided only if the applicant requests one, 
and this was confirmed by client interviews. In one office, a wall slot 
offering voter registration applications was accompanied by a notice 
that voters must reregister when moving to a new county, but it 
contained no voter registration applications. 

The field investigation also provided confirmation of what we 
expected the effect of California’s practices to be: Most individuals 
applying for a driver’s license did not complete the voter registra-
tion application while at the DMV, even when they responded “yes” 
to the voter registration question on the driver’s license application 
form.

4. No Integration, Duplication, and Confusing Forms: Nevada
Nevada, the second state where we conducted field surveys, is 

an example of a state that falls in the middle Motor Voter Group 
and raises compliance concerns. Like California, Nevada does 
not integrate voter registration into its driver’s license application 
process, instead offering voters a blank voter registration applica-
tion that must be separately completed and submitted, and it does 
not update voter registration records for voters moving between 
counties, but requires them to reregister. Unlike California, however, 
Nevada’s state law requires elections officials to use DMV changes 
of address to “correct” existing voter registration records without 
regard to whether the move was within a county or to a new county.

Where Nevada differs from California, its procedures create even 
more barriers to registering to vote at its DMVs. First, it does not 
provide the blank voter registration forms as part of the driver’s 
license application or change of address packets, but gives them 
only to voters who request the opportunity to register. Second, the 
design of its driver’s license application form is highly confusing 
and creates a high likelihood that voters will not see the check box 
by which they can request a voter registration application. The first 
page of the driver’s license application contains a series of questions 
concerning updates to the voter registration database for voters who 
are reporting a new address, but does not ask applicants whether 
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they wish to register to vote. A separate question, printed in small 
type and buried on the second page of the form in a list of questions 
concerning veteran status and organ donation, asks whether the 
applicant wishes to register to vote. It appears that only applicants 
who check this second box are offered a voter registration applica-
tion.

Our field investigation in Nevada provided evidence that the 
design of the driver’s license application form is indeed negatively 
impacting the number of individuals who register to vote during 
licensing transactions. Approximately 40% of the individuals we in-
terviewed who had visited the DMV to apply for or renew a driver’s 
license had not noticed the question asking whether they wanted 
to register to vote. In addition, the field investigation revealed that 
many individuals who saw the question and indicated that they 
wished to register were not offered a voter registration application, 
in apparent violation of the DMV’s stated policy, indicating that 
the form’s design may be confusing for DMV employees as well as 
voters. 

Importantly, the field investigation provided evidence that having 
DMV staff orally offer voter registration increases the number of 
driver’s license applicants who chose to register—perhaps partially 
explaining Nevada’s presence in the middle performing Motor Voter 
Group rather than the low performing Motor Voter Group. Of 
the voters who saw the question on the driver’s license application 
offering voter registration, only about one in fifteen checked “yes,” 
while of the voters who were orally offered a voter registration appli-
cation, one in five chose to receive it.
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I V.  I M P R O V I N G  V O T E R  R E G I S T R AT I O N 
AT  D MV S

B ased on the above analysis as well as the successes and 
failures of individual states that have adopted specific sets 
of practices and procedures in their implementation of 
Section 5, we can begin to identify a set of model proce-

dures that states might adopt to increase the effectiveness of their 
DMV voter registration efforts. In this Part, we set forth two sets of 
model procedures. One set recommends several steps states can take 
to increase DMV voter registration applications regardless of the 
level of technology they have available. The second set of model pro-
cedures is adapted to states that already have implemented or have 
the resources to implement a robust integration of their DMV and 
elections information systems. These states have a number of options 
for offering voter registration at DMVs that may be unavailable to 
states with fewer technology resources.

A. Model Procedures for Improving DMV Registration
Regardless of a State’s Technology

In all states, including those with lower levels of existing 
technology and fewer resources to implement new technology, a 
number of steps can be taken that have the potential to dramatically 
increase voter registration at DMVs. Where it exists, technology can 
be leveraged both to increase the effectiveness of these steps and to 
reduce their cost even further. We recognize that some of these sug-
gestions might require legislative action at the state level, but where 
the political will exists, the monetary costs are not high. Moreover, 
most if not all of these steps are mandated by the NVRA, and states 
that fail to adopt them may be subject to enforcement action by 
private parties or the U.S. Department of Justice, which also can 
result in substantial costs for the state.

First, we recommend that states adopt a driver’s license applica-
tion and renewal process that seamlessly integrates voter registra-
tion through an active offer of voter registration services and that 
does not require duplication of information. Actively prompting 
voters to take the opportunity to register to vote during a driver’s 
license transaction appears to have a greater impact on the number 
of voter registration applications submitted through the DMV than 
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more passive forms of integrating voter registration, including the 
use of a fully integrated driver’s license application and voter reg-
istration form. Indeed, states that combine an oral offer of voter 
registration with the use of a separate voter registration form that 
is pre-filled with the information provided on the driver’s license 
application tend to outperform those that use an integrated form 
with no active prompt regarding voter registration. Several of states 
in the high-performing Motor Voter Group integrate voter registra-
tion into the driver’s license application process in a way that ensures 
voters are aware of the opportunity to register to vote and must 
make an affirmative decision whether or not to avail themselves of it. 

Second, we recommend that states offer initial voter registra-
tion for individuals changing their address with the DMV, if the 
individual is not already registered. In most states, address changes 
are likely the most frequent interaction voters have with the DMV 
(the exception being those with very short driver’s license renewal 
periods). In addition, in states that do not have pre-registration of 
16- and 17-year-olds, an address change may be the voter’s first in-
teraction with the DMV after becoming eligible to vote. Providing 
voter registration during address changes can have a dramatic 
impact on DMV voter registration rates and has the potential to 
bring many more people into the political process.

Third, we recommend that when voters submit a change of 
address to the DMV, the state should automatically update the 
voter registration address regardless of whether the new address is 
within or outside the jurisdiction of the voter’s previous residence 
unless the voter affirmatively indicates that the change is not for 
voter registration purposes. Even low technology states have imple-
mented statewide voter registration databases, which should make 
it possible for voter registration records to be transferred between 
jurisdictions with little to no additional investment. States with 
robust links between DMV and elections databases can perform 
paperless updates. Statewide address updates decrease the likelihood 
that a voter who is already registered in one jurisdiction will have a 
second voter registration record created in another jurisdiction, thus 
reducing the number of duplicate or stale voter registration records 
and lowering list maintenance costs. More importantly, automati-
cally updating a voter’s address whenever and wherever she moves 
helps ensure that once a voter is registered, she stays registered. 

Finally, we recommend that states offer assistance to voters in 
completing the voter registration application. Providing assistance 
does require some investment in employee training, but because it 
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has the potential to speed up the voter registration component of the 
licensing transaction, it need not add significant time to the overall 
transaction and may even reduce it in many cases. In addition, 
because assistance is already required of public assistance agencies, 
many states will already have training materials available that can be 
adapted to the DMV context.

All of these steps offer low-technology mechanisms for raising 
the number of voters who choose to register at the DMV and for 
increasing participation in our nation’s democratic process.

B. Model Procedures that Leverage Technology Infrastructure
Technology can improve the voter registration process at DMVs 

in two key areas: interaction with voters and linkages between 
agencies. 

With regard to how voters interact with the DMV around voter 
registration, based on our review of practices across states and 
the experience of Delaware and Pennsylvania in particular, we 
recommend that states adopt electronic voter registration systems 
for use within the DMV. Delaware currently uses a special purpose 
electronic pad for voter registration. Pennsylvania has a customer 
computer terminal at the same counter where applicants appear to 
apply for a driver’s license, allowing the applicant to complete the 
voter registration process through the same computer system the 
DMV uses to enter driver’s license application data. Many other 
alternatives are available that make use of off-the-shelf technology. 
Model electronic registration systems include the following features: 

• Require the voter to answer a question whether or not to 
register, ensuring that voters are aware of the opportunity 
to register and allowing for better monitoring of NVRA 
compliance and DMV voter registration performance; and 

• Walk the applicant through the voter registration process 
step-by-step, as is done in both Delaware and Pennsylvania. 
Breaking the application down into discrete questions 
further simplifies the registration process for voters and 
allows for targeted assistance to be provided at specific 
points in the application. In Pennsylvania, for instance, 
internal instructions specify the type of assistance that may 
be offered at each stage: For example, at the party selection 
stage, the DMV employee may explain how a voter can 
select a party that does not appear in the list, but may not 
attempt to influence which party is selected; 
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• Capture the voter’s signature electronically through a signature 
pad or other device. When combined with electronic transfer 
of voter registration data as described below, electronic 
signature capture allows states to move to an entirely paperless 
registration system. 

In addition, we recommend that states integrate voter registration 
into any driver’s license services they offer online via the Internet. Many 
states allow licenses to be renewed online and most offer the ability to 
update an address online. Unfortunately, most of these online systems 
were not designed with voter registration in mind. In states with online 
voter registration, implementing registration within online DMV 
services can often be done at relatively low cost.

On the back end, we recommend that states establish an electronic 
linkage between DMV to elections information systems, and provide for 
electronic transfer of voter registration data from the DMV to elections 
officials. Since the passage of HAVA, nearly every state has implement-
ed a statewide voter registration database, which significantly simplifies 
the effort required to establish such a linkage.12 Where possible, we 
recommend that states move to a paperless system of voter registration 
through DMVs. When voter registration applications are transferred 
entirely electronically, the possibility of lost applications or inaccurate 
entry of voter registration data is reduced, while the ability to audit 
DMV voter registration activities is improved. Moreover, shifting voter 
registration away from paper should result in significant cost savings 
over time.

Integration of DMV and elections information systems requires an 
up-front investment of effort and money. Many states, however, already 
have significant infrastructure in place that is simply not used. For 
example, states that have online registration systems typically already 
have some mechanism to a) verify the voter’s identity, residence, and 
eligibility via an electronic link to the DMV database, and b) transfer an 
electronic image of the voter’s signature from the DMV, where it may 
have been scanned from the driver’s license application or captured on 
an electronic signature pad, to the elections department. Relying on 
these features of online registration, a paperless voter registration system 
can be built at the DMV on existing technology. Many online voter reg-
istration systems also already offer the ability to track the source of the 
voter registration, assisting elections officials in their NVRA monitoring 
and reporting obligations. Often, these states simply need to muster the 
will to do a limited amount of additional integration work to provide for 
seamless registration of voters during DMV transactions.
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V. C O N C L U S I O N

Twenty years after the enactment of the NVRA, many states 
are failing to offer meaningful opportunities for individuals 
to register to vote during motor vehicles department trans-
actions. To realize the NVRA’s promise of “enhanc[ing] the 

participation of eligible citizens as voters,” states must take seriously 
Section 5’s mandate to make registering to vote an integral part of 
obtaining, renewing, or updating a driver’s license or state identifica-
tion card. The states that are most successfully implementing Motor 
Voter provide evidence that by adopting cost-effective, common-
sense procedures and relying on existing technology and infrastruc-
ture, this goal is attainable. When states achieve full compliance with 
Section 5, millions more Americans will have the opportunity to 
participate in our democracy.
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A P P E N D I X  A :  D ATA  A N A LY S I S 
M E T H O D O L O G Y

A ppendix A describes the methodology Demos used to 
collect and analyze the voter registration and driver’s 
license data used in this report, various limitations en-
countered in the data, and the measures taken to com-

pensate for those limitations.

A. Data Used
Data on the number of driver’s licenses and non-driver ID cards 

issued (DMV transactions) was collected from individual state 
reports electronically submitted to the Federal Highway Administra-
tion (FHWA) in 2011 and 2012 on Form FHWA-562. These reports 
were provided to Demos in response to a Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) request to the FHWA.

Data on the number of voter registration applications received 
by motor vehicle agencies (DMV voter registrations) was collected 
from the U.S. Election Assistance Commission’s (EAC) 2011-2012 
National Voter Registration Act (NVRA) Study.

Most data on the number of registered voters was collected from 
the 2012 U.S. Census’ Current Population Survey. Additional data 
was collected from state elections websites, as necessary.

Data on the voting eligible population (VEP) was collected from 
the United States Elections Project’s 2012 VEP estimates. The U.S. 
Elections Project, which is maintained by Michael McDonald of 
the University of Florida, combines data on the number of voting 
age residents with data on the number of non-citizens, ineligible 
residents with felony convictions and eligible overseas voters to 
estimate the number of residents in each state who are eligible to 
vote.

B. Limitations of the Data
There are a number of limitations to the data reported by the 

states to the EAC and FHWA. These limitations fall into four main 
categories:

• Selected missing values: Some states failed to report some 
or all of the data required to calculate their DMV voter 
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registration rates in one or more of the years examined.
• General missing values: Some of the data required for a 

full calculation and comparison of DMV voter registration 
rates, such as the number of changes of address processed 
by DMVs, the number of DMV transactions involving 
members of groups that are ineligible to register to vote (e.g. 
non-citizens, individuals under the age of 18 in many states, 
individuals with felony convictions in many states, etc.) 
and the number of DMV visitors who knowingly decline 
the opportunity to register to vote, is not systematically 
collected by the relevant federal agency.

• Non-overlapping timeframes: The EAC and FHWA have 
different reporting timelines so the data reported by states 
to the EAC covers a different timeframe than the data they 
report to the FHWA.

• Inconsistencies across or within states: As researchers 
working with the Pew Charitable Trusts have noted, states 
sometimes collect data or interpret federal survey questions 
differently. As a result, the data they provide in response to 
the same survey questions do not always capture the same 
set of data. The same state may also provide inconsistent 
information in response to different requests or in different 
reporting periods, as was the case with at least one state 
Demos contacted.

C. Follow-Up Analysis
We took a three-part approach to addressing these limitations. 

First, where there was a known issue with the data and enough 
other data to attempt to compensate for the issue, we attempted to 
compensate for it. We extrapolated missing values where possible, 
corrected for variations in states’ interpretations of survey questions 
where they were made explicit, and prorated data to estimate 
conversion rates for overlapping EAC and FHWA timeframes and 
DMV transactions involving only voting eligible populations. When 
we recalculated the affected states’ conversion rates using extrapo-
lated and estimated data, our results were not substantially different 
from the results we obtained using the original data.

Second, where there was a known issue with the data but not 
enough other data to attempt to compensate for it, we removed the 
affected state(s) from the comparisons. For example, where states 
failed to report some or all of the data required to calculate their 
DMV voter registration rates for one or more years and we could 
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not extrapolate the missing data from other reported data, we removed 
the states from the analysis. We also removed Utah from the assessments 
because based on the data it reported to the EAC, it was a significant 
outlier, and because the data it reported to the EAC was significant-
ly different from the data its motor vehicles department provided in 
response to a public records request from Demos and there was no clear 
way to determine which set of data was more accurate.

Third, to account for unknown issues with the data, such as 
unreported inconsistencies in the way states interpreted and responded 
to federal survey questions, we narrowed our use of the data as much as 
possible. In the report as a whole, we put the conversion rate data to two 
main purposes:

• Identifying best practices for DMV voter registration
• Identifying targets for further legal and field research 

To minimize issues with the first of the above uses, we used states that 
have been identified as good data collection states as our benchmarks 
whenever possible. Two of the states with the highest reported 
conversion rates—Delaware and Michigan—have been identified by 
the Pew Charitable Trusts as states with fairly complete DMV registra-
tion data reporting. Therefore, we can have some confidence that their 
relatively high reported conversion rates reflect their actual performance 
and that they are good sources of best practices for DMV voter registra-
tion.

Using the data for the second purpose is relatively unproblematic, even 
with unreported and unaddressed reporting inaccuracies. There are three 
ways in which the data states report could relate to their actual perfor-
mance: it could accurately reflect performance, overstate performance, or 
understate performance. If the data for a state in the low DMV voter reg-
istration rate group falls in either the first or second of these categories, 
its performance is as low or even lower than it appears. In either of these 
circumstances, the state is converting few DMV transactions into voter 
registration applications and is a good target for further investigation.

If the data for the state falls in the third category and the underes-
timate is insignificant, the state is in essentially the same situation as 
if it fell in the first or second category. If the underestimate is signifi-
cant, there is a serious data reporting problem in the state that merits 
attention. Further investigation will be necessary to identify such states 
and could help identify and address the reporting problems, which 
would ultimately help produce more accurate data on and benchmarks 
for Section 5 activity.
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A P P E N D I X  B:  L E G A L  R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y

T o explore the reasons for the wide variation in voter registration 
rates at motor vehicles departments (“DMVs”) that we found in 
our analysis of DMV transaction and voter registration data and 
to gain insight into how poor-performing states might improve, 

Demos conducted extensive legal and factual research into the imple-
mentation of Section 5 of the National Voter Registration Act (“NVRA” 
or the “Act”) by each state covered by the Act, as described in this 
Appendix. The goal of this research was to gain an understanding of how 
voter registration is being offered during covered driver’s license transac-
tions.  This research consisted of three component parts: legal research; 
review of public records, including DMV forms, readily accessible and 
publicly available information, and information produced in response to 
public records requests; and field investigations in two states.

In several states, however, even after conducting exhaustive research, 
we were unable to determine with any confidence exactly how voter reg-
istration is being offered at DMVs during covered driver’s license trans-
actions.  In many of these cases, state statutes merely mimic the NVRA 
and provide no insight into the detailed procedures used to implement, 
and state administrative regulations are similarly general if they exist at 
all.  In response to public records requests, these states provided little 
information if they have responded at all, and what they provided was 
of limited usefulness to increase our understanding of their procedures.  
Where we could not determine a states practices and procedures 
with sufficient confidence, we excluded those states from most of our 
analysis.13 With respect to most states, however, we have a clear, if not 
perfect, sense of the steps they are taking to comply with Section 5.

A. Legal Research
For each state covered by the NVRA, we reviewed the state statutes 

that were passed to implement Section 5.  These statutes provide the 
starting point of state efforts to offer voter registration at DMVs.  They 
typically identify the relevant state agencies and officials and enact into 
state law those agencies’ obligations under Section 5.  In some cases, 
these statutes set out the obligations in considerable detail, specifying 
with a high degree of precision the form and content of the DMV 
documents that must incorporate voter registration. In addition, we 
examined ancillary laws that might impact voter registration at the 
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DMV, such as laws setting voter eligibility requirements, laws that 
impact the frequency with which voters interact with the DMV, laws 
providing for preregistration of 16 and 17 year olds, laws concerning 
how election officials process updates to voter information, and, 
where they exist, laws requiring voters to show identification at the 
polls.

After analyzing the implementing statute, we researched whether 
the DMV or the state elections department had adopted administra-
tive regulations pertaining to voter registration at the DMV.  Many 
states use administrative regulations to fill out the general obliga-
tions of their implementing statute at a more concrete level and to 
set policy concerning voter registration at the DMV. For example, 
the regulations may specify the responsibilities of individual officers 
or set the terms of access to the statewide voter registration database 
or command coordination between agencies on voter registration.14

B. Review of Public Records
Statutes and regulations do not always provide insight into how 

a statutory command is put into practice.  We therefore reviewed 
publicly available information concerning registering to vote during 
driver’s license transactions, and we set public records requests to 
DMVs seeking additional information, which we then reviewed.  
The records requested and the information reviewed included 
driver’s license application, renewal, and change of address forms; 
information DMVs provide to the public concerning voter registra-
tion, including material available on DMV websites; more detailed 
statistical data concerning voter registration and DMV transac-
tions than was available from public sources; documents reflecting 
policies and procedures governing voter registration at DMVs; and 
information concerning the incorporation of voter registration into 
online driver’s license transactions. These public records allowed us 
to gain a fuller understanding of how voter registration is offered in 
DMVs throughout the country.

C. Field Investigations
In two states—California and Nevada—we supplemented our 

legal research and review of public records with field investigations 
at state DMVs.  These investigations included conducting surveys 
with clients leaving the DMV about the voter registration services 
they received in the course of their transactions, and an investiga-
tion of local DMV offices.  The client surveys sought information 
on what information the client was provided orally or in writing, 
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how the client interacted with the application forms, and how the 
client interacted with office personal concerning voter registration. 
The office investigations included a visual inspection of the office for 
signage, voter registration forms, and other information concerning 
voter registration, and interviews with office personal concerning 
how voter registration is offered and what DMV personnel 
understand their responsibilities to be.
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A P P E N D I X  C :  VA R I AT I O N S  I N  S TAT E 
P R A C T I C E

Reviewing states’ implementation of Motor Voter in con-
junction with the results they are achieving in register-
ing voters at DMVs offers a number of lessons about the 
effectiveness of various procedures and suggests a set of 

practices states can adopt to increase the number of citizens who 
are brought into the political process through Motor Voter. To 
summarize, most states that fall in the lowest Motor Voter Group 
engage in one or more practices that either violate Section 5 or that 
discourage voters from registering when applying for or renewing 
a driver’s license or changing address. Others may be technical-
ly compliant with Section 5, but fail to streamline the application 
process sufficiently to encourage voters to make use of the opportu-
nity to register. Furthermore, many of the practices we have identi-
fied demonstrate that states are failing to take advantage of existing 
or easily implemented technology to streamline their voter registra-
tion processes, reduce errors, and bring more people into the dem-
ocratic process. In contrast, states falling in the high Motor Voter 
Group have invested in efforts to streamline the voter registration 
process at DMVs and to tighten the technological linkages between 
DMVs and elections departments.

In Appendix C, we describe the various practices we observed 
in each of six general areas, and we assess the effectiveness of these 
practices by identifying the Motor Voter Groups into which the 
states using a given practice fall.

A. Integrating Voter Registration into the Driver’s 
License Application

Many states falling in the high-performing Motor Voter Group 
have invested significant effort to make registering to vote an 
integral part of applying for, renewing, or updating a driver’s 
license. The states achieving the greatest success in registering voters 
through DMVs integrate the opportunity to register to vote into the 
driver’s license transaction in such a way that voters cannot overlook 
the voter registration option. In some states, such as Michigan, 
voter registration is handled during an oral interaction with a DMV 
employee. The employee prompts the applicant to choose whether or 
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not to register, and then asks the applicant for relevant voter regis-
tration information and transmits the voter registration application 
electronically to elections officials or prints it for the applicant to 
sign. Similarly, an increasing number of states—including Delaware 
and Pennsylvania—are using computer terminals that walk the voter 
through the voter registration process. 

Several states, most of which fall into the middle Motor Voter 
Group, integrate voter registration into their driver’s license services 
in a more passive way. Typically, these states incorporate a voter 
registration application directly into their driver’s license application 
and renewal forms, fulfilling Section 5’s expectation that the driver’s 
license application form will itself serve as a voter registration appli-
cation. See 52 U.S.C. 50204(a)(1). In Texas, for example, the driver’s 
license application includes the question “If you are a US citizen, 
would you like to register to vote? If registered, would you like to 
update your voter information?” The form notifies the applicant 
that by checking yes and signing the driver’s license application, the 
applicant is agreeing that she is an eligible voter and that the DMV 
may transfer the application to the state’s elections office.

In addition, a number of high-performing states integrate voter 
registration into driver’s license change-of-address transactions as 
well as into applications and renewals. In other words, the change 
of address form serves as a voter registration application for a voter 
who is not already registered and updates the address of a voter 
who is already registered unless the voter indicates that the address 
change is not for voter registration purposes. Two of the highest 
performing states, Delaware and Michigan, provide for voter reg-
istration during all driver’s license change-of-address transactions. 
Pennsylvania, another state in the high performing Motor Voter 
Group appears to offer voter registration during in-person change 
of address transactions, but not for changes of address by mail or 
online changes of address.

At the other end of the scale, several states in the low-perform-
ing Motor Voter Group fail entirely to integrate a voter registration 
application into the driver’s license application, renewal, or change-
of-address processes. In the worst offending states—Connecticut for 
example—the driver’s license forms and accompanying instructions 
make no reference to voter registration whatsoever, and it is not 
clear whether or how voter registration is otherwise integrated into 
the driver’s license application process. More commonly, the driver’s 
license application asks applicants whether they wish to register, but 
a—usually blank—voter registration form is provided only to those 
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who answer this question affirmatively. Mississippi, Nevada, and 
Maine are examples of states that require driver’s license applicants 
to affirmatively request a voter registration application. States 
employing this practice violate the command that the driver’s license 
application itself must include voter registration, and most also 
violate the no-duplication requirement. See 52 U.S.C. § 20504(c)(1), 
(2)(A). 

In Missouri, during renewal-by-mail transactions, the voter reg-
istration application is not provided at the time the renewal form is 
sent to the voter or submitted to the DMV, but is mailed to the voter 
after submission—but only if the voter checks a voter registration 
box—and the voter is instructed to return it to elections officials 
rather than the DMV. This practice violates not only Section 5’s 
mandate that the driver’s license renewal form serve as a voter regis-
tration application, but also the requirement that voter registration 
be offered simultaneously with the driver’s license renewal. See id. § 
20504(a)(1).

Another way that states violate the mandate that applying for a 
driver’s license and registering to vote be simultaneous is by failing 
to accept voter registration applications for transmittal to elections 
officials or discouraging submission of voter registration applica-
tions at the DMV by instructing voters to mail voter registration 
applications to elections officials. West Virginia’s DMV, for example, 
instructs voters to submit a voter registration application to state 
elections officials.15 The NVRA clearly requires DMVs to accept 
and transmit voter registration applications. Indeed, Motor Voter 
achieves its purposes by establishing a single application process 
whereby an individual can apply for a driver’s license and register 
to vote in one transaction, and to accomplish this, it makes the 
DMV responsible for transmitting voter registration applications to 
elections officials. When voters are made responsible for submitting 
the voter registration application separately from the driver’s license 
application, fewer will successfully register, contrary to the goals of 
the NVRA. 

Table 2 illustrates the effectiveness of these varying mechanisms 
for integrating voter registration. States that require DMV employees 
to orally inquire about a voter’s desire to register or that use an in-
teractive electronic voter registration system come largely from the 
high Motor Voter Group, while states that have adopted a passive 
form of integrating voter registration into DMV transactions—for 
example, by passively offering voter registration using applica-
tion forms that serve as both driver’s license and voter registration 
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applications—come largely from the middle and low Motor Voter 
Groups, suggesting that active engagement with voters is at least 
as important as providing a streamlined voter registration process. 
On the other hand, five out of the seven states Demos identified as 
failing to integrate voter registration fully into their DMV transac-
tion processes come from the bottom Motor Voter Group.

States that fail to integrate voter registration into their driver’s 
license application or that place the burden on voters to request 
or submit the voter registration application are among the worst 
performing states, with five out of seven falling in the low Motor 
Voter Group. The driver’s license applications in Maine and Con-
necticut make no mention at all of voter registration, and it is 
unclear how or whether voter registration services are offered by 
these states’ DMVs. Mississippi, Alabama, and New Jersey include a 
question on the driver’s license application asking whether the voter 
wishes to register, but voter registration applications are provided 
only if the applicant checks “Yes.”

B. Prohibition on Requiring Duplicate Information
The states that are most effective in registering voters through 

the DMV have generally taken a robust approach to ensuring their 
DMV voter registration process does not require voters to provide 
information that is duplicative of information required for the 
driver’s license transaction, as required by Section 5. See 52 U.S.C. 
20504(c)(2)(A). Most such states require applicants to provide a 
minimum of additional information to register to vote beyond that 
provided on the driver’s license application, such as party affiliation, 
information about prior registrations, and an affirmation of eligi-
bility. Some, such as Michigan, Delaware, and Pennsylvania, use 
a driver’s license application process that allows the individual to 
register to vote merely by checking a box on a touchpad or computer 

Table 2. Methods of Integrating of Voter Registration 
into License Applications
Method of Integration States Using Method Motor Voter Groups

Oral Voter Registration 
Inquiry AR, IL, LA, MI, NC, OH, OR, SC 4 High, 3 Middle, 1 Low

Computer-Guided Voter 
Registration Inquiry DE, MD, PA, WA 2 High, 2 Middle

Integrated Driver’s 
License and Voter 
Registration Form

AZ, CO, GA, MA, NY, SD, TX 4 Middle, 3 Low

Voter Registration Form 
only on Request AL, CT, MS, ME, MO, NJ, NV 2 Middle, 5 Low

Source: Demos in house analysis
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terminal or by responding affirmatively to an oral offer of registra-
tion. Most require a signature affirming that the applicant meets the 
state’s voter qualifications. Some states—Delaware, for example—do 
not require a separate signature, instead treating the signature on 
the driver’s license application as an attestation of eligibility if the 
voter has indicated that she is eligible and desires to register. Orally 
offering voter registration and requiring only a single signature are 
two of the lowest-barrier and cheapest ways states can incorporate 
voter registration in their driver’s license application processes in a 
way that avoids duplication.

Several states, such as North Carolina, Louisiana, and Illinois, 
produce a separate voter registration application that is pre-printed 
with the information the voter provided on the driver’s license appli-
cation, thereby eliminating the need for the voter to enter the same 
information on both the voter registration and driver’s license appli-
cations. The voter need only fill in whatever additional information 
is required to register (which in some cases is also preprinted after a 
short interview with the client), sign the voter registration form, and 
deliver it to the DMV official who is processing the driver’s license 
transaction. 

For states with more limited technology, pre-filling the voter 
registration form can provide an effective mechanism for reducing 
barriers to voter registration during DMV transactions provided 
other procedures are also in place. In particular, providing the voter 
with the prefilled form must be built into the driver’s license applica-
tion process and cannot simply be an afterthought. The DMV official 
must affirmatively solicit submission of the form before completing 
the driver’s license transaction, as is done in South Carolina, 
rather than suggesting that the applicant take it away and submit 
it separately at another time or place. Ideally, the pre-filled form 
will be provided as a matter of course, whether or not the applicant 
requests it, unless the driver’s license application clearly indicates the 
individual is not eligible (most driver’s license applications at least 
require citizenship information, for example).16 

Many states, including Texas, Arizona, and Massachusetts, avoid 
requiring duplicate information by using a single form that serves as 
both a driver’s license and voter registration application. Typically, 
these forms contain a discrete section devoted to voter registra-
tion in which the applicant can check a box indicating her desire to 
register or update her registration, select a political party affiliation, 
and provide a signature affirming that she meets the qualifications to 
register. 
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Not all states have taken adequate steps to avoid requiring 
duplicate information in their DMV Voter registration processes, 
however. In fact, failure to abide by Section 5’s injunction against 
requiring duplicate information on the voter registration application 
is one of the most common and the clearest violations of Section 5 
we observed in our research. See 52 U.S.C. § 20504(c)(2)(A). Most 
states violate the no duplication requirement by merely attaching a 
blank voter registration application to the driver’s license application 
(California) or providing a blank voter registration application to 
voters who check a voter registration box on the driver’s license ap-
plication (Nevada, Mississippi, Alabama). In other states—including 
Colorado, Hawaii, and Vermont—the driver’s license application 
includes a section in which the applicant can register to vote, but the 
voter registration section nevertheless requires re-submission of in-
formation provided elsewhere in the application (see Table 3).17 

In addition to being widespread, the practice of requiring 
duplicate information appears to be one of the most significant 
factors affecting the rate of DMV voter registrations. Almost uni-
versally, the states that require duplication of information on the 
driver’s license and voter registration applications perform poorly in 
registering voters at their DMVs. In our analysis of state DMV voter 
registration procedures, we found that the states that require dupli-
cation of information from the driver’s license application in order 
to register to vote, typically on a separate voter registration form, 
tend to come from the lower Motor Voter Groups.18 In contrast, 
we are not aware of any state in the high performing Motor Voter 
Group that requires duplication of information. Indeed, Delaware 
and Michigan—the two states with the highest DMV voter registra-
tion rate—both integrate voter registration into their driver’s license 
application forms and procedures with no duplication of informa-
tion required.

Table 3. Compliance with the Prohibition on Duplication
Compliance with No- 
Duplication 
Requirement

States Motor Voter Groups

No Duplication 
Required

AR, AZ, DE, GA, IL, KS, MA, MD, MI, 
NC, NM, NY, OR, PA, RI, SD, TX, VA 5 High, 9 Middle, 4 Low

Duplication Required AL, CA, CO, HI,17 IA, MT, MO, NV, 
OK, VT 4 Middle, 5 Low

Source: Demos in house analysis
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C. Opt-Outs for Change-of-Address Notification 
Section 5 requires states to treat driver’s license change-of-ad-

dress notifications as voter registration change-of-address notifica-
tions as well, and also requires that voters be given the opportunity 
to decline to have the change of address update their voter regis-
trations. See 52 U.S.C. § 20504(d). About one third of the states 
whose DMV change-of-address forms Demos obtained satisfy this 
obligation by including on the form a notice that the change will 
be applied to the voter’s registration record and a box the voter can 
check to opt out of having her voter registration updated.

In the other two thirds of states, the change-of-address forms 
and procedures are either non-compliant or dubiously compliant. 
At least one state, Georgia, affirmatively requires voters to opt in to 
have the address change applied to their voter registration records. 
Several states’ DMV change-of-address forms make no reference 
to voter registration or to the voter’s option to choose not to have 
the address change applied to her voter registration record. North 
Carolina, Florida, and Montana are examples. Most of these states 
have statutes on the books requiring the DMV to forward the change 
of address to elections officials, but it is unclear whether that is 
happening in practice.19 Whether it is or not, however, these states 
are in violation of the NVRA. If the DMV is not forwarding address 
changes to the elections officials, the state is in clear breach of its 
obligation under the NVRA to notify elections officials of address 
changes. Id. If address changes are being forwarded, then failing to 
give voters the ability to opt-out of having their voter registrations 
updated is equally an NVRA violation.

In several other states, including Nevada and South Carolina, 
the DMV change of address form provides options for the voter to 
respond “yes” or “no” to the question whether the address change 
applies to the voter registration record. In neither case does the form 
or local law indicate what happens if the voter fails to answer the 
question, and we have been unable to determine how these states 
handle such “blanks.” The South Carolina form states that the voter 
must be physically present in the DMV office if she checks “yes” to 
the voter registration update question, suggesting that the address 
will not be updated if the form is mailed in, even if the voter affirma-
tively opts in or leaves the voter registration update question blank. 
Unless the DMV notifies elections officials of the address change in 
the case of a blank answer, however, it is effectively operating as an 
opt-in system. Requiring voters to “opt in” to have their voter reg-
istration address updated can lead to voters being dropped from 
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the rolls merely for failing to check a box when they change their 
address at the DMV.

It is particularly difficult to gauge the impact of non-compli-
ance with the opt-out requirement on voter registration for several 
reasons. First, because data on DMV change of address transactions 
is unavailable on a nationwide basis, we do not have an estimate of 
the number of such transactions that should result in an update to 
a voter registration record. Second, the states that are in compliance 
vary widely in the performance measure we do have available—the 
Motor Voter Group. Third, in non-compliant states, the exact nature 
of the non-compliance is unclear: All are using non-compliant 
forms, but some may be processing them in a compliant or mostly 
compliant manner—using the non-compliant forms to update voter 
registration records—while others may be wholly out of compliance. 
Table 4 summarizes the varying implementations of the change of 
address opt-out requirement.

D. Handling of Address-Change Notifications
There are three primary ways states handle driver’s license 

change-of-address notifications submitted to the DMV. First, some 
states offer voters the opportunity to register if they are not already 
registered or to update their address if they are registered. Second, 
some states will update the voter registration address of a voter who 
is already registered, but do not offer voter registration to unregis-
tered voters during the change-of-address transaction. Third, some 
states update the voter registration address for voters who move 
within a single voter registrar’s jurisdiction, but not for voters who 
move from one jurisdiction to another. Voters who move to a new 
registrar’s jurisdiction are removed from the voter rolls and must 
re-register to vote. 

As noted above, limitations in the available data make it difficult 
to precisely measure the effectiveness of state change-of-address 
procedures because states do not report change-of-address trans-
actions to the National Highway Administration. Nevertheless, 

Table 4. Motor Voter Change-of-Address Opt-Out Procedures
Change of Address Procedure States Using Procedure

Opt Out CA, CT, KS, MD, NM, NY, OH, OR, WA

Opt In CO, GA

Ambiguous IL, NV, PA, SC, VA

No Reference to Voter Registration AK, AR, DE, FL, IA, MO, MT, RI, WV

Source: Demos in house analysis
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certain non-compliant change-of-address procedures are frequently 
observed in states in the low-performing Motor Voter Group, 
suggesting that these procedures are not serving voters well. A re-
quirement that voters reregister when moving from one registrar’s 
jurisdiction to another within the state is common among states 
from the low Motor Voter Group. The states from the high Motor 
Voter Group offer seamless address updates regardless of whether 
the move was intra- or inter-jurisdictional or they have procedures 
to compensate for state laws requiring reregistration for inter-juris-
dictional moves. Likewise, most states that offer initial voter regis-
tration during change of address transactions are in the middle and 
high performing Motor Voter Groups.

At the time the NVRA was enacted, voter registration was, in 
most states, conducted at the level of the county or other local 
jurisdiction and did not allow for voter registration records to 
be transferred from one jurisdiction to another when the voter 
moved. Although the Help America Vote Act now requires states to 
maintain voter registration records at a statewide level, many states 
still have laws on the books that presuppose the county-by-county 
registration system and require voters to reregister when moving to 
a new registrar’s jurisdiction. 

Such restrictions need not prevent states from updating voter 
registration address for inter-jurisdictional moves, however. Better 
performing states that have such requirements—Michigan, North 
Carolina and Colorado, for example—compensate for them by inte-
grating voter registration into DMV change of address transactions. 
Thus, voters that move within a jurisdiction can use the form to 
update a registration while those that move to a new jurisdiction can 
use it to submit a new voter registration application in the new juris-
diction. The voter fills out the same form either way, and the process 
is therefore wholly transparent to the voter. 

Other high-scoring states, such as Delaware and Michigan, no 
longer require re-registration for inter-jurisdictional moves. Taking 
advantage of robust statewide voter registration databases that all 
registrars in the state use, they simply transfer the voter’s registra-
tion record from one registrar to another. Where a voter is already 
registered, this practice provides for more seamless and accurate 
updates even than integrating a voter registration application into 
the change of address form, and also reduces the burden of list 
maintenance by avoiding the possibility of duplicate or stale registra-
tion records.

Some of the worst performing states not only require voters to 
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reregister when moving to a new jurisdiction, but cancel the voter’s 
registration in the old jurisdiction regardless of whether the voter 
has reregistered. In some cases, the cancellations occur immediately 
upon elections officials receiving the address change notice from the 
DMV; in others, voters are placed in inactive status, and their regis-
trations are cancelled after the voter fails to vote in two consecutive 
election cycles.20 This practice affirmatively misleads voters about 
how their address changes will be handled. Opt-out questions on 
the change of address form lead a voter to believe that the change 
of address will update her voter registration address unless she opts 
out, when in fact the result instead is the cancellation of her voter 
registration (see Table 5). 

E. Use of Technology
Technology offers many ways to further streamline the process 

of registering to vote during a driver’s license transaction (not to 
mention streamlining the driver’s license application process itself). 
Many of the states among the high and middle performing Motor 
Voter Groups have devoted significant resources in developing 
technology to enhance the voter registration process. Others have 
found ways to leverage existing technology, such as statewide 
voter registration databases or online voter registration systems, to 
improve the voter registration experience without significant new 
investments. The most common DMV voter registration practices 
that leverage technology to improve Section 5 compliance, separately 
or in conjunction, are (i) adoption of paperless voter registration 
systems; (ii) electronic transmittal of voter registration data from 
DMVs to elections officials; and (iii) incorporation of voter regis-
tration into online driver’s license services. Table 6 summarizes the 
current state efforts to leverage technology in their DMV voter regis-
tration processes.

Delaware and Pennsylvania, as well as several other states, use 
a paperless voter registration system within the DMV office. In 

Table 5. Motor Voter Change-of-Address Opt-Out Procedures
Treatment of Address Changes States

Registration updated statewide AZ, CO, DE, LA, MD, NC, OH, OR, VA

Registration updated only for in-jurisdic-
tion moves, immediate purge CT, CA, MA, ME, MO

Registration updated only for in-juris-
diction moves, purge after notice and 
waiting period

MI, NV, PA

Source: Demos in house analysis
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Delaware and Pennsylvania, the use of voter registration terminals is 
built into the application process—all driver’s license applicants are 
presented the opportunity to register and must affirmatively opt out 
if they do not wish to do so.21 These systems walk the voter through 
the registration process in a simple, efficient, streamlined way. They 
allow the DMV to immediately capture the voter registration appli-
cation data for either printing a pre-populated paper application or 
for electronic transmission to elections officials. Delaware and Penn-
sylvania also use an electronic signature pad to capture the voter’s 
signature, allowing it to be electronically transferred to elections 
office. While electronic signature capture on its own is unlikely to 
increase voter registration rates at DMVs, when combined with 
other efforts to remove obstacles to registration, it can streamline the 
voter registration process for voters. Based on the results achieved in 
the states that use these systems, they appear to be more effective in 
registering voters than even a fully integrated paper application.

Integrating the information systems used by the DMV and the 
elections department appears to improve performance in register-
ing voters. At least five of the top-performing states—Delaware, 
Kentucky, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and South Carolina—transfer 
voter registration data electronically from the DMV to elections 
officials and at least two have gone to a completely paperless system 
through the use of electronic signature capture. This integration 
allows voter registration information to be efficiently transmit-
ted from the DMV to elections officials, improving accuracy in 
voter registration, reducing the time it takes for a voter registra-
tion to become effective, and removing the burden of ensuring that 
voter registration applications are properly submitted from voters 
themselves. 

In addition to incorporating technology into in-office transac-
tions, many states use technology to bring driver’s license trans-
actions online. More and more, states are offering driver’s license 
renewal and change of address services online.22 Because many of 

Table 6. Use of Technology to Enhance Voter Registration 
through DMVs
Technology States Using Form of Technology

Paperless Voter Registration DE, IA, PA, RI

Electronic Transmission of Registration 
Data

AR, AZ, DE, FL, GA, IA, KS, MA, MD, MI, NC, OH, PA, RI, 
SC, SD, TX, UT

Online Services Integrating Voter 
Registration IA, KS, VA

Source: Demos in house analysis
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these states already offer online voter registration, online driver’s 
license services present an opportunity to offer a highly streamlined 
voter registration experience. Unfortunately, many states have failed 
entirely to integrate voter registration into their online systems.23 
Likewise, some states that allow renewals or address changes by mail 
make no provision on their mail-in forms for voter registration. At 
this stage, the impact of failing to include voter registration in online 
and mail driver’s license services is unclear. As more states offer 
online services and as more voters use them, however, we anticipate 
that failure to integrate voter registration into such services will 
negatively impact a state’s DMV voter registration rate.

F. Voter Registration Assistance
States offer varying levels of assistance in completing the voter 

registration application to those who need it. This assistance can 
take many forms, from language assistance to explaining eligibility 
requirements to simply ensuring voters are aware of the opportuni-
ty to register. States that offer voter registration assistance at DMVs, 
and especially states that make access to assistance a seamless part 
of completing the application, tend to achieve higher rates of voter 
registration in relation to the number of DMV transactions they 
conduct. For example, in Indiana, DMV personnel are instructed to 
ask driver’s license applicants orally whether they wish to register to 
vote if the voter registration section of the driver’s license applica-
tion has been left blank. Based on our field investigations, oral offers 
of voter registration appear to increase voter registration rates at 
DMVs.
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E N D N O T E S

1. As discussed in Part II of this report, given limitations of the data, this estimation of the impact of improved 
Motor Voter compliance is tentative and may change as further information becomes available.

2. The phrase “Section 5,” used in the text of this document, refers to the uncodified Public Law version of the 
NVRA. The statutory citations refer to the U.S. Code.

3. Section 5 of the NVRA applies equally to applications, renewals, and changes of address with respect to non-
driver identification cards issued by motor vehicle departments. 52 U.S.C. § 20502(3). Throughout this report, 
the term “driver’s license” encompasses both driver’s licenses and non-driver identification cards.

4. See Pew Charitable Trusts, Measuring Motor Voter (May 2014), http://www.pewtrusts.org/~ 
/media/Assets/2014/05/06/MeasuringMotorVoter.pdf (hereinafter, the “Pew Report”). In addition, in October 
2014, Common Cause issued a review of efforts to address the issues raised by the PCEA Report that touched on 
voter registration at DMVs. Stephen Spaulding & Allegra Chapman, Common Cause, Did We Fix That? (Oct. 
2014), http://www.commoncause.org/issues/voting-and-elections/registration-and-voting-systems/did-we-fix-
that-2014/Did_We_Fix_That_2014_Full_Report.pdf.

5. As described in more detail in Appendix A, there is significant variation from state to state and from year to 
year in the data reported by the states to both of these federal agencies, and thus, the available data do not 
allow for precise numeric comparisons of DMV voter registration activity between states. In addition, states 
are not required to report driver’s license change of address activity to the FHWA, and thus, a number of 
DMV transactions that are required to include voter registration services are not considered in our analysis. 
Nevertheless, the data are sufficient for a rough assessment of DMV voter registration activity and for making 
an initial identification of states whose voter registration efforts under Section 5 may be falling short and those 
whose practices may be producing better results, as well as for generating a rough estimate of the potential 
impact of improved Section 5 compliance.

6. The follow-up analyses are described in Appendix A.
7. As explained in Appendix A, the reporting periods for voter registration data reported to the EAC and driver’s 

license data reported to the FHWA are not perfectly aligned.
8. As explained in Appendix A, this analysis does not include every state covered by the NVRA. Two states, 

Hawaii and West Virginia, failed to report some of the data required for this analysis. With regard to Utah, the 
number of reported voter registrations originating at the DMV is significantly higher in relation to the number 
of licenses and ID cards issued in Utah than in any other state, and information the state’s DMV provided 
differed significantly from that reported to the EAC. We have therefore excluded Utah from our analysis of state 
implementation of Motor Voter in Part III of this report.

9. By highlighting these states as deserving particular scrutiny concerning their level of compliance with the 
NVRA, we do not mean to suggest that other states are free from compliance problems. We explore other indicia 
of non-compliance below.

10. The hypothetical impact of better Motor Voter Compliance described here should be interpreted with caution. 
First, the numbers provided here are the numbers of voter registration applications that would be submitted 
through the DMV under the hypothetical scenario described, rather than the number of voters that would be 
registered or the number of new voters that would be registered. Not all voter registration applications submitted 
through the DMV result in voter registrations because some applicants are already registered or because an 
application may be rejected for various reasons (such as being incomplete). In addition, not all voter registration 
applications that do result in voter registrations will be for new registrants. Some of the voters submitting 
applications may have been registered at a previous address, and the application submitted through the DMV 
will update that existing registration. Second, if registering to vote through the DMV is made simpler and more 
convenient, some voters who previously registered via other methods may instead choose to register via the 
DMV, meaning that the net number of additional voter registration applications submitted throughout the state 
may be lower than the number of additional DMV voter registration applications projected here. Moreover, as 
noted in the data appendix, there are limitations to the data available for assessments of DMV voter registration, 
which also limit any figures extrapolated from that data. Finally, because there has been so little Section 5 
enforcement work to date, it is difficult to forecast how improved compliance will impact the rate of voter 
registration through motor vehicles departments.

11. The scope of this research is described in detail in Appendix B.
12. Some states, including Delaware and Pennsylvania, used the opportunity presented by HAVA’s mandate to build 

the infrastructure allowing linkages to other agencies into their statewide voter registration databases from 
the ground up. States with the foresight to make these efforts were also able to leverage HAVA funds to build 
infrastructure and improve voter registration at DMVs and other voter registration agencies.

13. In addition, because of its size and the transience of its population, we believe the District of Columbia does not 
provide a relevant comparator for other states.  We therefore excluded it from many of our assessments of state 
performance.

14. Demos has state-specific memos explaining a given state’s statutes and regulations relating to Section 5 
implementation; these can be made available upon request.

15. According to the Pew Report, West Virginia’s secretary of state has said that the state is in the process of 
changing its DMV voter registration systems to provide for electronic transfer of voter registration data from the 
DMV to elections officials. See Pew Report at 9 n.5.

16. Providing a mostly completed voter registration application to an ineligible individual could create a risk of 
confusion, however, and it is therefore important that the eligibility requirements be fully explained to the 
applicant when the voter registration application is provided.

17. Data for Hawaii are unavailable, and it is therefore not included in Table 3’s Motor Voter Groups.
18. As noted above, available information in many cases did not allow us to determine the precise voter registration 

process in place at the DMV. We therefore excluded those states from the present analysis. Accordingly, the 
number of states falling in any given category could be higher than presented here.

19. Montana’s change of address form instructs voters to contact elections officials to change address for voter 
registration purposes, suggesting that the DMV will not notify elections officials of the address change.

20. California and Connecticut purge voters immediately when they submit a change of address form indicating a 
change to a new election jurisdiction. Pennsylvania purges voters either immediately or after the requisite two 
consecutive election cycles depending on whether the address change form was signed.
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21. Contrast this system with the bungled rollout of New Mexico’s voter registration kiosks within its DMV, where 
voters were directed to the kiosks only after completing the licensing transaction. Making voter registration an 
afterthought led many voters to simply leave the DMV without registering. See, e.g., Martha T. Moore, “Motor 
voter problems mean delays at polls,” USA Today (Jul. 29, 2014), http://www.usatoday.com/story/ 
news/politics/2014/07/29/motor-voter-states-dmv/12752595/.

22. In most cases, states do not offer an online application for an initial driver’s license because of the need for 
testing and photographing and due to the identity verification requirements of the REAL ID Act.

23. Even some of the higher performing states, such as Pennsylvania, appear to offer no voter registration during 
online driver’s license address change and renewal transactions. While this failure has, as yet, not significantly 
impacted their DMV’s overall voter registration performance, it likely will do so as more transactions take place 
online. Moreover, incorporating voter registration into online transactions represents an opportunity for these 
states to improve their DMV voter registration rate even further.
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